Morgan Evans, once again as before the war, a well-known hunting general practitioner in Wiltsbire, saw the funny side of everything -including me. Aithough a Welshman he !Was not too easily roused to wrath, which rwas ,as well when rachaplain chose to open a service in his ward with the hymn, "Brief Life is here 'Our portion". We thought we had solved the }angauge problems with our Greek patients when a member of that Ibrigade who spoke perfeot English Was sent to me for interview. "You'll do splendidly", I cried. "I'm afraid not Sir" he said sadly ~ "You see I can't speak any tGreek". He was a na'tive of Alexandria and had never been in Greece.
Our primary role, for ,we ,were afield medioal unit, wa:s ,to train with the brigade of which we were part, the famous 9th Armoun~!d Brigade, familiar to any studelllt od' :the Battle of A:lamein, as the ,armoured ,brigade incorpora·ted in the 2nd New Zealand Division. When Generai Montgomery told our general before the last major engagement of that baJttt:lethlllt he rwas prepared to accept 100 per cent casualties in 9th AlIDoured Brrigade in order to gain hJis objedtive he had chosen his sacrificia,l lamb wise~y. The armoured regiments, the 3rd Hussacs, Roy:al WiLtshire Yeomanry and Wral'Wickslrire Yeomanry, were a reguLar cavalry regiment and some of the cream of the English yeomanry; bristling Wlith fox-hunting and ruggerplaying men, wi1:h a liberal sprinkling of masters of foxhounds. The motto displayed on the panels of the Wi]tshire Yeomanry commanding officer's car is a proud one -'Prim us in Armis'; hut any Desetit Rat will appreoiate the humour of the Warwickshire COs driver, who asked if he might paint on h:is car 'Prim us in boot'. His CO, Guy Jackson, was destined to lose both legs later on in Italy, which, according to C E Luoas-PhriUirps "he treated with .the utmostoasua!lness ... and after the war rode laglllin to lJIounrds". (Alamein. C E Lucas-'PlrilIips, p. 346).
Ln the Itwo phases of the iba'utle of Alamein. 'Operation rLigh~foot' (the assault on ~he Mitereiya Rridge) and 'Operation Superdharge' (the great tank fight of Tel el Aqqaqir) the brigade actually sustained over 100 per cent casualties. These casualties were of course in tanks not human lives, though these too had to be sacrificed. This explains "wel'! ,over 100 per cent", since tanks knocked out in the first engagement were recovered and repaired, only to be knodked out again in the second. BUit the .battle reduced our brigade to a mere composite squadron of seventeen tanks, iand it sadly withdrew to lick its woundis in Egypt, Palestine and Syria. If any memlber of thrut fine brigade should chance to read this article ,they may like to know that 'Monty' did not forget. Many years later when I met him at the final jamboree in Perth of the disbanding 51 (Highland) Division, he asked me his customary ques,tion: "Who were you with in my army?" rwhen i[ had replied "The 9th Armoured Brigade, Sir", he said with great emphasis -"'I1he 9th Armoured Brigade at Alamein enabled me to win the Ibattle -to win the battle!" By 1943, rut my fairly low level, an impression was gaining ground that the brigade would shortly lbecome involved in warfare in mountainous country~? the Caucasus. Anyway the brigade commander seemed set on finding out if tanks could climb around in mountains and rocky defiles. Brigade exercises took us from Aleppo to the Euphrates, the ancient ruined city .of Palmyra in 11s lovely oasis, and Damascus.
The merest whisper of mountain warfare had aroused whrut to many mem- Before Alamein my unit had been stationed near Rehovoth, in the Southern part of Palestine, with i,ts orange groves and J'ewish settlements. Riding round the cities ,of the Plain, on some of the fine hOlises brought to the Middle Ea'st by the Y:eomanry, the tdbes wh1ch sound so imposing in the ,Biible, shrank to impoverished Arab inhabitants of' dusty villages surrounded by cactus hedges. Many of the J~s whom we met here, and later in J,erusalem, Tel Aviv, Nathanya or Haifa were refugees from Nazi Germany. The liking which I had conceived for young Germans during pre-war ski-ing holidays (Natural Allies. Blac~oods Magazine July 1975) was readily eXltended to these sturdy future citizens of the state,of Israel. Some of the talents which they had brought to ,their new homeland were demonstrated ,at memorable concerts given by the Palestine Symphony Orchestra. A particularly unforgettable experience was hearing Beethoven's 8th Symphony ("My little symphony" as he called it) by moonlight in some ruins near Jerusalem.
After Alamein we lived in a more predominantly Amb part of the country. We were camped in and around the .A:ustrian Hospice ona hillside above the town of NaZlareth. Here, on many a trek through the hills of GaHlee, I met Palestinian Arabs and enjoyed an occrusional cup of coffee with the headman of small hill villages. They were charming. It seemed to me at the time thalt the further one travelled Eastwards or Westwards from Cairo so did Ithe likealbiHty of the local Arrubs increase. In retrospect one can sympathise with the Egyptiallls;bheir country taken over as a ;vast military base for a war in whkh their sympathies were dubious; their king viJ1tuaTly a prisoner in his own palaoe. But to the Brit~sh soldier they presel1l1:ed a hand permanently outstretched ,for 'Baksheesh', usually accompanied by a wailing request for 'Mungariya' -'Something to ,eat, Ithough they did not appear to be starving. H was all Itoo easy to undel1stJand Wiinston Chul1chill's verdict on the Egyptian army during the Sudan campaign: "They came; they saw; they ran away. Some less speedy than the rest, fell upon the field of honour".
Incidentally some members of our Corps had reason to credit King Farouk w1th a considerable !Sense of humour and an ability to see the funny side of the irrepressible British soldier. After he was seriously injured in a car crash he was taken to a British military hospital. In reply to Cl question about h1s passengers, the ambulance orderly shouted "Only a couple of fat Wogs". In due course, as his condition improved, the ro~al patient displayed a measure of impatience if the British concept of proper meal-times did not quite match up with those observed in the Albdin Palace. On one such occasion a nUl1Sing orderly is said to have bellowed down the corridor: ''Get a move 'on Bill! Farouk wants 'is mungariya." The king is said Ito have been deli~hted and clearly not annoyed for he expressed the hope that this young orderly should get one of the medals which he dished (lut to the staff.
During .the war, perhaps hecause of ,the presence of so many British troops. the hitter struggle ,between Jews and Arabs for the possession of Palestine was in suspension. The idea of ta:king sides never entered my mind. Friends in that splendid body of men, the Pale:S1tine Police, were not lulled into any feeling of permanent peace. As soon as ,the war was over, they assured u:s, ,their lives would be Hell. Then they would be glad of what occasional protection they could get from :their miniature fortresses. It was said that, when these 'P.olice Posts were ibuilt, an economically-minded Government had used old plans for fortresses on the North West Frontier of India, to save architects' fees. More than one policeman added that when the trouble sluarted up again, "that chap Winga:te" would be in the thick of it, proibatbly leading the Haganah. Orde Wingatte had, in fact, offered to dedicate his ,life to the Zionist cause; and, during his pre-war service in Palestine had given the Jews much advice aJbout the formation ,of ,the Haganah, the famous Zionist mililtary .organisation. During the war many members of the Haganah served our cause, either as members of British units, or in purely Jewish units in the British Army.
We ,could march or motor f:earlessly ,through places destined to become notorious trouble spots. On one march an obv,iously spent bullet whinged over my head and buried itself in the ltillside. No doubt everyone else felt sure it had whinged over his head; but I am !Sure i't was not meant for us. Gradually our nnge was extended from short hikes through the hills to Cana; further on to the horns of Hattin, where Saladin conquered the Crusaders; then further still, in a two-day maroh, the Mediterranean coast at Acre. One of these marches, ,which even I had to admit had its weal1isome moments, took us across an upland plain Ito the striking cone of MouIlIt Tabor, up which we toiled to ,be rewarded ,by ill fine view over the great Plain ,of Esdraelon with the hills ,of Samaria ,beyond i't. The custodian of the shrine ,on top of .the hill claimed it ,as the site ,of the TransfiguraJtion; but on Ithe whole ,a more likely spot seems to be the snowy heights of Mount Hermon, which we failed to visit. On ,the return mUJ1:e from Mount Tabor, :whilst tSwea'tily ascending a Irocky defile, we were not far from Bndor. I:f its famous witch had still been in business I thinktha't several stragglers would have gladly co,ntributed to a whip-round to get her to lbewitch me into, cutting out the walks and concentrating ,on the swimming parades. ~hose much more enjoya:ble jaunts illcluded the Sea of GaHlee, the Mediterranean and an attractive outdoor pool near Acre. They were also valualble training, for it surprised me to find how many young men in those days had never learned to swim.
I do not 'think that many members of the unit showed much enthusiasm for visits to the traditional places of pilgrimage in the Holy Land. Their attitude was rather that of the legendary soldier who wrote home: "Dear Mother, I am now in Palestine, where Christ was born; and I wish to Christ that I was in Wigan where I was born". I do n0't think they missed much. Many pilgrims have written 0'f the vulgar c0'mmercialism 0'f the various sites; the sqUaJbibles between opposing seots over ownership of the sites and the arguments aloout which are really the genuine sites. People who live among hills :tend to follow certain paths and tracks through their Mls, whioh are unvarying through the centuries. Tramping the hills around Nazareth we must, in H V MoJ:1ton'seXlpression often have walked 'in the steps of the Master'.
Our last camp, before my return to the United Kingdom, Was near Tripoli, the Sydan oH port. The foothills of the Lebanon ,were splendid for walking and climbing. We sometimes passed It wo :rather off-white stone lions guarding the entrance to the Garden ,of Eden, of which ,the true site is Ehden in the Lebanon, according to the Maronite Christians. They also believe toot it was in .the Anti Lebanon that .oain murdered Abel. John Green devoted nine chapters of his book 'A Journey from Aleppo to Damascus' (1976) !to these intereSlt!ing people.
Six members of my unit were attached to the nearby ski school to learn to ski and to provide medical assistance to the ski-troops, which !We still thought we might need, if Hitler and his Were Wolves retreated into the mountains of Festung Europa. These six were Corporal Hu'be,rt Murphy ~Belifast), Privates Christopher Preston (Liverpool), Percy Miles (Surrey), Alex Sha'W (Surrey), Fred Reading (Stockport) and 11heodore Stephenson (Amihleside). They have never ceased to be grateful to the Army for theirohance to enjoy the wonders of ski-ing in the greaJt basin of the Lebanon range; as I know from those whom I have subsequently met. One of them, Fred Reading, who wl1ites :to me regularly, was one of those invaluable men who keep everyone cheerful when the going is hard. Appropriately, his peacetime holbiby is playing in and producing local pantomime.
My familiarity with the hills ,of Galilee made me the obvious choice for the role of 'chief enemy', when the brigadier decided to find out if the march of an armoured column thl'ough hilly country could be seriously hampered by the aotivities 0If partis,ans or guerrillas. The answer Pl'Oved to ,be that it could-and was.
'For 'the purpose of rhe exel'oise', as they say, I lbecame Abu Rejard, 'The Scourge of Ga,liIee'. As I I~bviously could not live on the country and compel Arab villages to feed me ,a;nd my small band of despel'ados, we were allotted la 'safe area' in the hills, within the circuit !Which the Brigade column was to traverse in a four day march. Ria<tions were delivered Ita my safe area, in which was parked my station wagon with a wireless set :on which I could receive ,exellcise messa'ges 'in clear' -I was nOlt supposed to listen in to the Brigade wireless .001, on which, in ,any case, an messages were in 'slidex', to which I ,was denied the key -even amateur guerrillas cannot be relied upon to play fair.
I entrusted the opening shot of my campaign of harassment to one of my most expert Iyoung mountaineers, Privlate Stephenson, trained in :the hills of Cumberland, and possessing the agility and off-hand unohtrusive cunning of a cat. This opening shot was the chucking into the Brigadier's caravan of a stone with an attached mes,sage, signed in blood ---, well, red ink really -"Learn, presumptuous group.bmj.com on June 20, 2017 -Published by http://jramc.bmj.com/ Downloaded from Brigadier, .that there is no ,soft under-lbelly in Galilee" sgd Albu Rejard.
As might be ex:pected in close hilly Icountry the Brigade's mute offered many opportunities for well-placed road-blocks, at which our use of thunder-flashes enahled us to score a few 'oasualties' and 11:0 impose Iconsideflalble delays. -But we had our best fun when the column !camped £or the night in an upland plain quite close to some rocky hills in whiCh ,we lurked waiting for nighJ~alI. Creeping in gymshoes down a difficult rocky nul,lah we penetrated the camp and 'murdered' several soldiel1S -:by slipping bits .of paper under the mosqui'to nets Iwi,thin which they were fast asleep. They aJWoke next morning to find that they ihadbeen stabibed during the night. But I don't think that we managed to disable a,ny tanks. Eventually, so that the exercise mighit end, as all good exercises should, in time for tea on the last d.ay, :a parley had to be !arranged. The Brigade Major came to my camp and, as ,weohatted ;by the side .01£ my station-wagon, he rested his Sten .gun against the side otf the ,v:ehicIe whilst he lit a cigarette. An unobtrusive gesture was enough to send Priva:te Stephenson Wl'IiggIing under tthe ,oar ito make .off with the weapon. Of cou~se it had to ,be returned, though I did point out Ithat the area was enly officially 'safe' for me; bUlt the loss of 'an officer's pel1SOnal weapon ,in wartime is too serious ,an ,affair fQr joking.
Our actirvities led to no ill-wm, unHke those od' real-lilfe ,terrorists, Any sympathy for the Pa1lestinian Arabs' desire to regain their homeland tends to be extinguished by /the terrible deeds done in pursuit of it. I was never stationed in Palestine before the Iwar and do not know where lay the sympathies of the average British 'soldier when they were actively engaged in helping the Palestine Police to keep order. Many were hit by Ara!b bullets; and I was told rby members of one Highland regiment that a convenienrt target was the prominent poste'riors od' kilted soldie~s as they .cJ,amlbered ~nto the back aftheir lo~ries. Officers too managed 11:0 get shot in :the bottom, and I learned that on mess-nights,iIf veterans od' Palestine tended to 'shoot a line' about their warrlike adventures, a cry .of 'Wounds' was raised, whereupon their Ibrother officers would !Seize them and expose their honourable Scaffi. Alas, many Palestinians .who had soldiered hy ,our side and tra,ined under our leaders as !Wen as under their own unti'l Hitler was defeated, became our enemies once that common aim had ,been achieved. Immediately after tfhe war the Jewish Agency, as the shadow government of P.alestine, demanded a hundred ,thousand immigration certificates and the great !tides of legal and illegal immigrants began to ,roll m. Jf :the British soldier felt Jnitiai sympathy for the Jews, who had suffered so terdbly in Europe, his sympathy walS to be severely Istrained. Terrorist activities, which to their perpetflaltors were legitimate acts 01£ war, nonetheless involved many ruthless, and OOten coward~y and treaoherou:s murders. Seven soldiers of the Paraohutte Regiment were Ithe IVictilDlS of .one massacre; and among the kidnappings was the horrid .one which culminated in the hanging of It Wo innocenlt British sergeants. One of the Ibodies harnging in an olive grove wals boolby-:trapped. No doubt Ithe best od' the Zionist leaders deplored the dark deeds .od' the Stem gang and the Irgun Zwai Leumi; just as Jocal Church leadel1S pmfess to do ,alboU't similar conduct in Ulster rtod!ay. As always, the loser is the British Soldier, holding Ithe ring .between coDltestanrt:s for whose causes he often has no strong personal feeHngs.
I am not sufficiently well-iniformed to be ruble to suggest whioh side has mOist cause to disappl'Ove of our country's role in the iProlonged confliot. I suspect that it may be :the Arabs, and thwt lWe muddled our way with benevolent intent into the 'Promised Land' business through the vague influence .of :the Old Te,stament. If my 'brief spells in the Holy Land Ibr:ought to life some parts od' ,the New Testament they certa,inly cut down parts of the Old Testament to the dimensions of the chronicles IOf some very unimportant small rtribes and the petty quarrels, as I have already hinted. Just as I now realise that the battles of the Scottish Covenanters, in which my ancestor Roland Richardsoo took Ipart, were prebty small beer, so do the Old TeSltament brut ties shrink when one visits the places where t:hey were fought. Armageddon ma.y not, aTter all, be too bad if there is ,to be room for it in and around Megiddo and the Plain of Esdraelon.
Whilst General Moshe Dayan was anenterrprising military leader he became my favourite television star. The unshaven ferocious appearance of Yasser Arrufat and the foul .outIiages which he must try to justify, combine to show the PaleSitinian Arabs in a poor light in contrast with the smooth, cultured, well-groomed spokesman for Israel, including the soldierly figure ·of the mi'litary srpokesman General Chaim Herzog, who could fit ,so smoothly into any backgr:ound of retired military 'top-bl1asls' in Camberley, Fleet and pacts ad}acent. Yet they now enshrine as national heroes the ,cold-blooded lassassins of Lord Moyne (It is high time I 'piped down', leaving this sort of thing to ,abler and less excitable commentators).
I am thankful to have enjoyed 'Some happy escapes from war into those beautiful countries; their hills and plains oitten glowing with 'the lilies ,of the field' ~poppies and wild cyclamen. Happy days when offensive conduct by amateur guerriHas involved no bloodshed and no rancour. What never? Well hardly ever.
